edward l. ayers & scott nesbit
Seeing Emancipation Scale and Freedom in the American South
Emancipation in the United States was vast, distended, and chaotic. Shifting boundaries surrounded the struggle, unfolding unevenly over years and an expanse the size of Continental Europe. Some enslaved people were able to escape to Union lines within months of the beginning of the war, yet millions remained fi rmly bound by slavery in 1865. The president, legislatures, judges, and generals played crucial roles in ending slavery, as did enslaved people, who seized freedom at every opportunity. Military and political struggle were inextricably interwoven with the struggles of individuals held in slavery; thus Abraham Lincoln kept a map of the distribution of slavery-the fi rst map of its kind in the United States-close at hand.
Trying to make sense of this complexity, historians of emancipation have tended to focus on agency, on the ways actors in diff erent spheres and places strove for freedom. In its simplest form, that inquiry has turned around the question of who freed the slaves. Thanks to innovative work since the 1980s, we now see that freedom came as a result of many struggles-in cataclysmic battles and in protracted debates, on farms and in bureaucracies, in political parties and on lonely roads. Freedom demanded action on many fronts because slavery was entrenched throughout American society. A full understanding of emancipation requires that we put the pieces together. To do that-to comprehend the patterns, proportions, and timing of emancipation, to see multiple forms of power in interaction in space and time-we need an analytical framework that is inclusive, self-aware, and disciplined. 1 Much of the debate over emancipation has, knowingly or not, turned on the issue of scale. Those who emphasize the role of Abraham Lincoln and the Republicans focus on the national scale; those who emphasize the role of the enslaved people focus on the scale of individual struggle and the cumulative eff ects of that struggle. Other historians focus on intermediate scales of armies, states, or regions. The debate to this point has often focused on agency-who possessed the capacity for action and who used that capacity for what purposes and when. The concept of agency, however, tends toward dichotomies: passive versus active, top versus bottom, middle versus periphery, black versus white, military versus home front. The work of historians of emancipation has shown us that those dichotomies cannot explain the dynamic complexity of emancipation, in part because each side of the dichotomy restricts itself to a single scale. 2 Since scale makes such a diff erence in our understanding, it would be good to analyze that concept more explicitly. Scale carries two fundamental meanings. First, it defi nes the varying spatial and temporal reach of specifi c practices. People act in networks of diff erent sizes, with diff erent degrees of awareness of those networks. It is also a matter of perception, the frame that observers lay down over evidence of social activity. That perceptual scale reveals and obscures, emphasizing some actions while truncating or ignoring others. Being self-conscious about scale, in both these meanings, is crucial if we are to understand the patterns of the past. Most important, an intentional focus on scale allows us to integrate multiple perspectives and social action of many kinds.
Emancipation certainly unfolded at multiple scales simultaneously. It occurred at the scale of grand strategy and the nation-state, dictated from Washington. Abraham Lincoln understood that the military success of the United States depended on destroying the ability of slave labor to feed the armies of the Confederacy. He also understood that enslaved people could be both aid and hindrance in the success of the Union armies, helping guide those armies through alien territory, yet burdening fast-moving troops with thousands of desperate men, women, and children. Lincoln also understood all too well the race he was running in the political realm, winning the war before his considerable opposition, fed by every move he made against slavery, mobilized to remove him from power.
Emancipation played out, too, at the level of the military district and theater. In 1862, for example, while commanding forces stationed off the South Carolina and Georgia coast, Gen. David Hunter temporarily created a large potential zone of emancipation, assuming the authority to enroll able-bodied former slaves as soldiers, with or without their consent, and declaring all slaves in the district free. This District of the South held authority over nearly one million slaves, according to the 1860 census, and Hunter hoped to leverage these demographics to his military advantage. In announcing emancipation, he cut against the strategies of war that the president had outlined by August 1862. Lincoln quickly revoked Hunter's abolition of slavery, even as he prepared to announce his own. 3 Emancipation also occurred at the scale of local action. In Virginia, at Fort Monroe in 1861, enslaved men and women living nearby fl ed to Union lines. Maj. Gen. Benjamin Butler's reaction to their initiative created the legal verbiage through which emancipation could be incorporated through existing law: contraband of war. A year later, up the James River from Fort Monroe, these local initiatives emerged in seeming lockstep with military maneuvers. Edmund Ruffi n, among the most ardent secessionists and defenders of slavery on the eve of war, noted with distress how slavery disintegrated with the approach of Union arms in the Peninsula Campaign of 1862. While watching emancipation in his own neighborhood, Ruffi n noted glumly that the "number, & general spreading of such abscondings of slaves are far beyond any previous conceptions." The relation between nearby Union armies and escape from slavery was clear, too, in news paper advertisements off ering rewards for the capture of runaways. Figure 1 displays the percentage of items in the Richmond Daily Dispatch devoted to such advertisements over the course of the war. The highest peak comes in summer and fall 1862, in the wake of the Union approach to Richmond via the Peninsula. 4 Each of those advertisements told a story of local scale and calculation. Some enslaved people fl ed because concrete opportunities presented themselves, others did so because life had simply become intolerable. Some ran away to particular destinations, with intimate knowledge of their intended routes, while others fl ed only in the rumored direction of Union armies. Whatever the case, the fugitives moved across a landscape wracked by the most profound dislocations of history at every scale.
Scale, as this brief survey of emancipation reveals, is hardly a simple concept. Since the early 1980s, geographers have carried on a wideranging debate over the meanings of scale, and historians can learn from those debates. We can see that scales of action are produced by men and women at particular points in time and for particular political, economic, and cultural purposes. Scale is self-consciously enacted; people intend their acts to have consequences of varying reach, though they can seldom perceive how far that reach extends and what results it brings to people and places they cannot see. We can also see that scale is imposed by interpreters of social action. Historians shape their conclusions in the moment they defi ne the frame of their story, as soon as they establish a scale. Analyzing scale rather than taking it for granted is the best way to avoid its pitfalls. Keeping in mind the dual meanings of scale-as practiced and as perceived-helps us avoid confl ating them. 5 Making scale explicit can help us better understand how various kinds of action shaped American slavery and freedom. The broadest perspective, the scale over the largest area, reveals that rapidly changing global commodity chains profoundly infl uenced the material conditions of slavery and thus emancipation. In the 1850s high cotton prices bolstered planters' profi ts and fed their hunger for an independent nation. At the same time, the world's largest manufacturer of cotton textiles, Great Britain, began to look for cotton in other, very diff erent places in order to better control labor and regulate with more precision the price of raw materials. The American Civil War shattered the existing pattern. As the French statistician Charles J. Minard demonstrated 150 years ago in a pioneering representation of global scale (reproduced here in fi gure 2), the shift in the global cotton market, particularly British imports from India, began as early as 1861; by 1864, because of the U.S. naval blockade, the South was not a signifi cant exporter of cotton. These fl uctuations registered far beyond the cotton South, shaping human geography in the upper South, lower Egypt, and western India. The cotton South would suff er from that loss of position for generations to come, emancipation arriving in a hostile economic environment not of its own making. 6 From the widest perspective, too, historians have seen political fortunes and ideologies spanning continents. Southerners fl ush with profits from the cotton trade sought to adapt the conservative ideologies and strategies of Europe in the 1850s to their purposes, but they also caught currents of nationalism that pushed along revolutions in China, Germany, India, and Italy. African Americans were inspired and infl uenced by the actions of freedpeople and their allies in the Caribbean and beyond. They sought grounding for their political claims in the material concerns and organizational structures of the countryside and in transnational, pan-African political desires, leading to expanding interest in the American Colonization Society and Liberian emigration.
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Historians increasingly emphasize that the struggles in the United States were parts of larger struggles. An international scale emphasizes both material and ideological layers of action larger than the nation-state, deemphasizing the particular partisan struggles and the march of sectional crises that have dominated our textbooks and common narratives. Pulling the camera back, paradoxically, also emphasizes the role of the enslaved people in their own freedom, showing that they were active advocates of their emancipation long before the Liberty or Republican Parties emerged. Both the global and hemispheric perspectives, in other words, reveal scales that play down the role of the nation-state, locating contingency beyond the usual borders of our understanding.
For its part, the national scale of study has its own surprises. Examined from Washington's perspective, historians now see, emancipation followed an uncertain path toward an uncertain destination. Abraham Lincoln agonized over the timing, wording, and implementation of every step of abolition, and the Thirteenth Amendment followed a tortuous path that proved "anything but predictable," Michael Vorenberg has discovered. The amendment "was not originally part of a carefully orchestrated political strategy; nor was it a natural product of prevailing legal principles; nor was it a direct expression of popular thought." Instead, it was the product of interaction, its meaning "contested and transformed from the moment of its appearance." 8 The contest over freedom was fought over the shifting meanings of emancipation for race, citizenship, and gender. As Christian Samito reminds us, at war's beginning even many who hated slavery could not imagine full citizenship for former slaves, and "the idea of citizenship and suff rage for blacks had been unpopular within even the wartime Republican Party." But things began to change during the war and accelerated afterward. "African American arguments for inclusion, as well as the exigencies created by postwar white Southern resistance," Samito points out, "led Republicans to make a profound shift during the 1860s to embrace the idea that blacks stood entitled not just to the rights of persons but to those of a broadened concept of citizenship as well." As Amy Dru Stanley has shown, freedom for many African American women solidifi ed in 1864 out of wartime arguments about black soldiers' ownership of their wives and children. Congress fused the abolition of slavery with freedom that had been "endowed by marriage, thereby tethering a new birth of human rights to enduring domestic bonds." The national scale shows that lawmakers brought about change that few of them had foreseen, a level of contingency at what has often been considered the most intentional scale. 9 At another scale, historians have discovered that life at the local level possessed its own powerful dynamic. Recent studies of plantations before the war have found that enslaved people lived in geographies attuned to their own needs, desires, and perceptions. White men voted in ways that make little sense until the most local information, the voting of their fathers or neighbors, is taken into account. The Civil War, moreover, came to every part of the South in a unique way, triggered both by actions a thousand miles away and events around the next bend. The more we have learned about the confl ict, the more the complex patterns of scale emerge.
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Emancipation is particularly confusing-and useful-in thinking about scale because it reveals what geographers have called "scale-jumping." Despite a lack of formal access to power at state or national levels, enslaved people nonetheless bent large institutions of both the United States and the Confederacy to their purposes. Abraham Lincoln and the U.S. Army, with their vast resources, met the challenges of the Confederacy through decisive military action possible only through the nation-state. Their strength, in turn, gave force to individual or communal eff orts at freedom the enslaved could not have had otherwise. But that state and its armies would not, could not, have exerted that force without the disruption and determination of the enslaved and freedpeople themselves. That was true from 1861 through Reconstruction.
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An interpretation attuned to disparate scales of action and the relations between them thus emphasizes how profoundly, and thus how intricately, the structures of state, military, and economic power connected to personal dramas. The challenge is to relate the scales of human action without collapsing them into each other, without reducing them to one or the other. Scales are not like Russian nesting dolls that fi t inside one another. The local is not merely a subset of the national or the global, but a site of action that can change and challenge more geographically dispersed networks. One scale of analysis, too, is not necessarily more accurate or useful than the others. Just as a traveler relies on maps of international air travel, airports, cities, neighborhoods, and streets, each containing layers of information relevant to its scale, so do historians. No map is intrinsically better than the others; rather, they each take on their full utility only in the context of others. 12 The concept of deep contingency is a way to think about social action across scales; it argues that diff erent aspects of social life connect with others in unpredictable ways in the fl ow of time, creating important shifts in structures and self-understanding. Deep contingency is inherently spatial. The "deep" component of that concept invokes the interpenetration of personal, household, local, regional, national, and global scales. The "contingent" component invokes the connections, often unpredictable, across various facets of self-understanding and action. Deep contingency means that change at one scale can trigger change at other scales, with systemic change resonating at all scales. Deep contingency requires that we imagine social life in four dimensions, with change and space continually making one another.
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Deep contingency marked each stage of the American Civil War. In secession, the outcome of elections in 1860 and 1861 triggered a cascade of consequences that led white Southerners to redefi ne their relationship to not only the United States but their own families and even God. Later, battles redefi ned the geography of war, which in turn redefi ned the possibilities of emancipation hundreds of miles away. An unanticipated product of war, freedom came with greater speed and proceeded farther than anyone could have predicted in 1861. Emancipation, once begun, displayed what appeared an inexorable logic, but freedom followed channels not of its own making.
For all its complexity, emancipation occurred on a bounded landscape over a fi xed number of years, with enormous documentation, and so we can see some of its patterns. Visualizations can represent those patterns better than words alone. Images permit us to see processes that unfold unevenly and simultaneously over time, across diff erent scales. Without mapping, it is easy to remain vague about social action, assuming consequence and reach. By requiring that evidence be apparent, visualizing a process permits us to understand how actions overlap, penetrate, and confl ict with one another. Historians' characteristic and crucial focus on the singular and the anomalous provides a necessary check against overly schematized representations, and any representation suitable for history will have to be dynamic in every dimension, embodying change as part of its fundamental assumptions. But visualization allows us to see patterns and processes that are invisible in words alone. Visualization allowseven requires-that we take account of scale and its consequences.
By examining the entire Civil War South in a single season of the war-summer 1864-we can see interaction between geographic layers of legal enactments, military control, and shifting demography. By then, four changing, discontinuous regions had emerged on the landscape, each with its own complex internal geography and dynamic, as we show in fi gure 3. A border region stretched through slave states that had not seceded and therefore in which slave-owners had the greatest legal recourse against emancipation. It encompassed those places where federal and state law protected slavery and the slave trade even while military practices undermined the institution. By summer 1864, for example, Kentucky had become an unlikely new center of the slave trade and the most fertile recruitment center for the United States Colored Troops, an anomalous product of the uneven political and legal geography of emancipation.
Zones of relatively long-lasting Union control in the seceded South, by contrast, beading the coastline and the environs of Washington, lining the Mississippi, and extending to middle Tennessee, left very diff erent marks on slavery. The institution had all but fallen apart in these places. African Americans living in the occupied South crowded into garrisoned cities and towns, leaving behind them a landscape nearly devoid of coerced labor. These regions also held Union-sponsored plantations, where reconstruction might be tested and free labor transitions assessed but which proved vulnerable to Confederate raids. 14 Even late in the war, Confederate strongholds covered enormous territory, encompassing nearly all of Texas; much of Alabama's black belt and the Florida panhandle; as well as the Piedmont from Augusta, Georgia, to southern Virginia. These spaces had seen few, if any, Union troops after three years of warfare and seemed to provide few chances for enslaved men and women to escape. Still, even in these spaces, slavery had been transformed. Rumors of Yankee incursions interrupted work routines; refugee planters carried what property they could from other districts, disrupting local power relations; trading with those outside neighboring counties had become even less reliable than Confederate scrip; escaped slaves and deserters menaced many plantation districts. Enslaved men and women across the Confederate strongholds refused to work for their old masters.
In summer 1864, fi nally, much of the South remained a battleground, where emancipation had the possibility of sweeping through entire districts with United States arms. This was certainly the intent of Union offi cers, who devised a coordinated strategy spanning thousands of miles and including attacks up the Red River of Louisiana, Sherman's march southeast toward and then northward from the sea, and assaults around Richmond and up the Shenandoah Valley. These campaigns would deprive Confederate armies of the most productive lands of the South, where hundreds of thousands of enslaved people lived. These zones were also the spaces of Confederate initiative and movement even late in the confl ict, to the detriment of African Americans. In spring and summer 1864, these spaces encompassed Nathan Bedford Forrest's atrocities, Jubal Early's invasion of Pennsylvania, and a large number of less spectacular points where emancipation ebbed. Military movements, in other words, overlay legal and demographic geographies to create a complex terrain for emancipation. Each element changed according to its own dynamic. Pulling layers of action apart and holding them in relation to each other at the same scale of analysis and representation, as in fi gure 4, we begin to see patterns more clearly.
The emancipation regions of the South, always moving, could also suddenly shift. Preliminary emancipation proclamations and congressional acts between May and September 1862 had revolutionized the legal geography of slavery. Before these acts, federal law throughout the American South protected slavery. After them, United States law put the institution into question in most of the Confederacy. Relatively few of the spaces where slavery had been endangered, however, were held securely by Union troops in 1864. Slavery existed, if in a threatened state, throughout much of the Confederacy.
Nowhere was the threat more urgent than in Virginia, where actions taken at various scales collided. By summer of 1864, David Hunter had been transferred there to take up Maj. Gen. Franz Sigel's position in the Shenandoah Valley when Sigel was removed from command after the Battle of New Market. During Hunter's movement up the valley, he would work with his troops and enslaved men and women to enact emancipation less fl amboyantly but more eff ectively than he had earlier in the war, operating on diff erent layers and scales to diff erent eff ect.
In the valley, Hunter was dependent on enslaved men and women to accomplish his military objectives and his object of emancipation. Some African Americans were willing to help, providing local knowledge of enemy positions and of the same terrain that Thomas "Stonewall" Jackson's dramatic campaign had spanned two years earlier. In helping Hunter, and in using Hunter to escape to freedom, men and women in the valley changed the demographic pattern of slavery, enacting emancipation on the local level, tracing a parallel line, we might say, alongside enactments of Congress. 15 In escaping slavery with the U.S. Army and in providing Hunter's soldiers with intelligence, these enslaved people operated within a geographic context impossible to see if we focus solely on strategic military zones, legally prescribed areas of freedom and lack thereof, or statistical representations of the census. Black men and women acted at other scales, particularly within the existing familial and political networks created by migration and the slave trade. These networks, like the contingencies of battle, had a great impact on the contours of emancipation. They were part of an extended black geography, created in part through the expansive slave trade of the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s. 16 Black families, especially in long-settled districts, were often marked by the forced absence, by sale as well as by hiring, of children and spouses. In Augusta County, Virginia, for example, where Hunter arrived in 1864, most black families were composed of migrants from other Virginia counties. The majority of migrants, a sample of whose journeys are represented in fi gure 5, came from counties across the state. Local history was also state and regional history, all tied to networks of trade and profi t with centers far from Virginia. Antebellum history was also wartime history, postbellum history.
Connecting history across some of these scales makes some otherwise invisible stories visible. Figure 6 maps the positions of signifi cant U.S. Army units in Virginia in summer 1864 alongside all the fl ights of enslaved men and women reported in the Richmond Daily Dispatch and Staunton Vindicator. These relative positions and timings show a loose coordination between enslaved men and women fl eeing slavery and the paths of large armies. Some, but certainly not all, slave escapes this summer in Virginia closely accompanied Union troops. The electronic version of this map is available along with the other maps presented in this essay at the Digital Scholarship Lab's website on the Hidden Patterns of the Civil War, http://dsl.richmond.edu/civilwar/. It combines information from the National Archives; the Offi cial Records of the War of the Rebellion; and newspapers, diaries, and letters to create a matrix of emancipation. This snapshot and the narrative that follows reveal one moment in the complex processes that the larger and more dynamic map encodes. Visualization must be translated into words that bring their own kind of clarity even as they necessarily sacrifi ce others.
In June 1864, an otherwise anonymous "Jack" took leave of West View, a farming neighborhood about fi ve miles west of Staunton in the Shenandoah Valley. The immediate cause of his departure, most likely, was the approach of U.S. troops under Hunter. That command-about twelve thousand men once they were reinforced with soldiers from the Department of West Virginia-stormed up the Valley, pressing the relatively undermanned Confederate forces east of the Blue Ridge as the Union forces headed south, taking the small cities of Staunton, Lexington, and, they hoped, Lynchburg. 17 In this shifting military geography, thousands of men and women escaped slavery in Virginia. Among those leaving were people who had worked on farms and in industries around Augusta, including a number of enslaved employees at the Virginia Insane Asylum who followed Hunter's troops, fi rst southward, then eventually toward West Virginia. Hunter's party had two primary aims: to destroy the food-producing capacity of the valley and to destroy the railroad depot at Lynchburg, cutting off any escape or supply route feeding the Army of Northern Virginia around Richmond and Petersburg. 18 Jack had lived on the Keller farm in Augusta County for a number of years and had little desire to remain. When U.S. troops arrived in Staunton on June 6, the nineteen-year-old had ample opportunity to head for likely freedom in West Virginia. Confederate authorities had abandoned the city, and discipline was light in the countryside where he resided. Jack's designs, however, likely turned toward Petersburg. He had grown up there and had been moved to Augusta County unwillingly, almost certainly one of the thousands who made the trek every year from eastern Virginia to points west in the state, an oft-traveled if seldom analyzed part of the second middle passage.
A large number of enslaved Virginians took the considerable risk of leaving farms to attempt to join with U.S. Army units. By late June, the Army of the Potomac's maneuvers around Richmond toward Petersburg were well known. Throughout the state, news traveled quickly that U.S. cavalry units, attached to Benjamin Butler's Army of the James, had raided along the Richmond and Danville railroad to the Staunton River junction several days' journey from West View. By the time of the Petersburg campaign in 1864 and 1865, enslaved men and women throughout eastern and central Virginia had been able to fi nd their way to Union lines. Such journeys were risky: the presence of Lee's army, Early's cavalry, and a number of active militias and slave patrols between Staunton and Petersburg made journeys such as the one Jack took particularly dangerous. Yet he and others took the opportunity created by the U.S. Army's campaigns in the state. Jack was "copper color, with a white speck in the ball of one eye. He was wearing a green slouch hat and a pair of capped boots." John Keller had little doubt that Jack was headed for his family in Petersburg. We do not know whether Jack was able to complete his journey, and we can only guess that, in fact, Keller was correct in his assumption that Jack went to Petersburg. These intimate geographies are shrouded in hearsay, rumor, and circumstantial evidence that described freedmen and women according to the ideological purposes of their authors. That Jack's wouldbe owner understood the power of the familial network is, by itself, testimony to the importance of that network.
At this scale, impossible to see without concatenating information usually bound in diff erent scales and categories-military and civilian, regional and local, white and black-the complex consequences of the U.S. Army's incursions become apparent. The most successful attempts to attack Confederate infrastructure enabled increasing numbers of African Americans to fi nd and follow Union troops. In Spotsylvania, Hanover, and Essex Counties, slaveholders reported landscapes "entirely stripped" of enslaved people as African Americans left plantations to follow Union arms during the Overland campaign. Smaller movements of troops into territory that U.S. troops had not before encountered also found men and women eager to fl ee when those forces came near.
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Indeed, the Union army cast a shadow over a much wider area than the immediate vicinity of its marches. Large armies created an extensive penumbra where slavery was disrupted. Slave patrols fell apart, allowing individuals such as Jack to elude capture long after nearby armies had passed. Confederate authorities conscripted enslaved men from farms to work on fortifi cations long before a U.S. regiment threatened a county. Towns and cities miles from armed confl ict were fl ooded with immigrants, creating opportunities for urban anonymity. At the most fundamental level, the Union army broke up slavery wherever it went and a good many places it did not. 20 At a yet more intimate scale, however, we can see that armies were unreliable vehicles for emancipation, bringing heartbreak as well as liberation. After pressing through the valley, for example, Hunter sent his wagon train ahead of his main body of troops en route to Charlestown, West Virginia. Many of the enslaved people who made off with Hunter originally were able to escape northward, eventually ending up in Indianapolis. Only a few were reenslaved during the ambushes led by John Imboden's cavalry and other units.
virtually the same time, were not nearly as fortunate as those with Hunter's men. The route of Brigadier Generals James H. Wilson and August V. Kautz's cavalry units along the Danville Railroad, the Union army's fi rst foray into Southside Virginia, was marked by slaveholder complaints of escaped slaves. During the cavalry's return to Petersburg, however, Wade Hampton's Confederate unit caught the U.S. troops at Ream's Station. Union soldiers scattered, suff ering nearly fi fteen hundred casualties and abandoning between two and four hundred men and women to reenslavement. Coming as the U.S. Congress seemed poised to end slavery through constitutional amendment, as offi cers and enlisted whites in the U.S. military came to support emancipation, and as the Confederacy found itself increasingly hemmed in, such instances remind us that the patterns of emancipation worked at diff erent scales in diff erent ways, often chaotically, seeming to gather momentum at the national scale while suddenly disappearing with the fortunes of cavalry raids.
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In this time and place, action at diff erent scales produce discernable patterns: changes in the law of slavery by 1864, enacted at the national scale, made fl ight toward Union lines in Virginia a more certain mode of emancipation than it had been earlier or than it was elsewhere in the South at that time; enslaved men and women sought out home and family at every opportunity, an ambition that combined the scale of the household with the scale of the interstate slave trade; at times, pursuit of family made it more likely that they would fl ee their current residence, at other times less likely; individual slaves found large and stable Union armies, organized at the scale of the army or army group, more eff ective vehicles for emancipation than fast-moving, smaller units; household and local control over slavery became increasingly frayed over the course of the war.
Emancipation was a deeply patterned, deeply contingent aff air that depended on the interaction of processes occurring at multiple scales. Greater self-awareness about scale and geography can help us fi nd the patterns in that vast variation, making us more alert to the nature of the contexts and the stories enacted there. To see emancipation, we have to imagine stories unfolding thousands of times across the South, each unique but each bearing the marks of its place and time.
Thanks to the work of generations of historians, we know more about emancipation than we might have thought possible. Imaginative work at every scale has revealed the determination of the enslaved to be free in whatever measure they could-and of the complications of politics, policy, and warfare that both aided and compromised that freedom. Every scale mattered, and every scale connected with the others. Seeing those patterns of emancipation can help us understand the most profound social transformation in American history.
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